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Course Evaluations: A Strategy for Improving Instruction

Almost all colleges and universities use some form of student evaluations in

determining salary increments and promotions for faculty (Aleamoni 1987).

Because they observe the targeted professors more extensively than do the

professors' colleagues and supervisors, students are assumed to be in the best

position for judging how well professors function in the classroom (Howard,

Conway, and Maxwell 1985). Although student ratings could be valuable input in

comparing how well professors function in their instructional role, perhaps their

more useful function would be to help instructors improve their specific courses.

Using student evaluations to compare professors and their courses presents

several problems of interpretation. Grading standards, instructor personality, age of

the instructor, and student expectations about a course are among a plethora of

variables that could affect student evaluations. For example, some research has

indicated that students are likely to rate instructors higher when they expect to get

a high grade, have younger instructors, and have full-time faculty as instructors

(Frances and Gruber 1981). Given the right mix of personality characteristics and

grading standards, academically weak professors could get higher student ratings

than academically strong professors.

Studies that have targeted grading standards indicate that stringent

standards are negatively related to course evaluations. Krautmann and Sander

(1999) claim that lenient grading standards is a principal means of improving

student evaluations. Wilson (1998) likewise indicates that easy graders get higher
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evaluations than do tough graders. Brodie (1998) found that grade distributions

across different sections of the same course were predictive of the student

evaluations in those sections. Professors giving the highest grades with the least

studying received the highest evaluations. Their courses were also rated as the

most intellectually challenging.

Irrespective of the perceived stringency of grading standards, grades per se

appear to affect student evaluations. Given access to the same videotaped lecture,

students randomly assigned high grades on an exam covering the lecture rated the

instructor higher than students randomly assigned lower grades (Perkins, Guerin,

and Schleh 1990; Snyder and Clair 1976). The latter study found that not only did

the "A" students rate the instructor's presentation more favorably, they also

perceived the exam as clearer than did students assigned lower grades.

Students' perception of instructor personality or style may be another

powerful contributor to students' ratings of instructor adequacy. Teachers

perceived as friendly, entertaining, enthusiastic, empathic, and accommodating may

receive generally favorable ratings, even when their knowledge of the subject

matter is quite limited. On the other hand, professors perceived as aloof and stern

may get low ratings, irrespective of their subject matter expertise. One study

(Wilson 1998) reported that perceived instructor enthusiasm alone raises student

evaluations.

Although student evaluations could play a legitimate role in comparing

instructors and courses, a more important role would be to use them as a vehicle

4



Course Evaluations 4

for improving specific courses (Simon 1987). To accomplish the latter, a course

evaluation needs to be tailored explicitly to the course being evaluated (Erwin 1994,

Pulich 1984). This approach to course evaluation would not indicate necessarily the

comparative ranking of an instructor, but it would provide specific information as to

what aspects of a particular course may need attention.

The basic purpose of this study was to illustrate how student evaluations can

be used to improve instruction. The initial objective was to determine how student

grades and student perceptions of instructor style affected their overall evaluations

of the target course. Instructors' concern was that perceptions of grades and

instructor style would color ratings of more specific dimensions of the course. The

next objective was to determine how students evaluated a variety of learning

opportunities in the course. Finally, the paper examines how this explicit student

feedback can be used in modifying a course.

Method

Participants

The 285 students who participated in the study came from five sections of

an undergraduate human development course designed especially for students in

the teacher preparation program at a large state university in the Southeast.

Enrollment in the sections varied from 50 to 85 students. The total enrollment

across sections was 314 students, but some students elected not to submit the

evaluations on which the results of this study are based. The enrollment was

predominantly sophomores (44.6%) and juniors (33.2%), although several seniors
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(15.9%) and a few graduate students (6.2%) also took the course to meet

credentialing requirements for the teacher preparation program. Far more females

(78%) than males (22%) took the course.

Course Structure

Because the course was taught by a variety of graduate teaching assistants

(GTAs) and a supervising professor, both course content and course structure were

standardized across sections. Students in all sections had the same syllabus and

participated in exactly the same assessment activities. All students were graded on

the same criterion-referenced scale. All GTAs taught from the same set of class

notes developed by the supervising instructor. The supervising professor and GTAs

met weekly to monitor implementation of the course plan.

In addition to having specified reading materials and videotapes for in-class

viewing, students also purchased a study guide with questions covering all content

addressed in the course (including reading materials, videotapes, and instructor

presentations in class). The study guide was a document of about 150 pages that

highlighted all of the critical content in the course. Proportional space was left for

answering the questions in this study guide, thus permitting students to take all of

their notes in the study guide. Prior research (Worth 2000) regarding this course

has indicated that the level of notetaking in the study guide was the one best

predictor of performance on most course assessment measures.

The course was organized in units around five developmental themes:

physical, cognitive, psychological, social, and moral. The course syllabus specified
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what the students were to read for each unit and what was scheduled for each

class session. Each class met twice weekly on Tuesday and Thursday for an hour

and 15 minutes. Class sessions generally combined lecturing and student

discussion. The performance measures in the course were brief essay quizzes for

the five units, extensive multiple-choice exams over the units and the course as a

whole, and a course project on a topic of the student's choice. Student

performance was evaluated on a criterion-referenced basis.

The brief essay quiz for each unit was scheduled for the class session prior

to the extensive multiple-choice exam. The essay quiz posed two questions from

the reading materials section of the study guide. The two questions were selected

from issues that had not been discussed in class. Students could choose one of the

questions to answer, but they were not permitted to use their notes in answering

the question. Students were given five minutes to respond to the question of their

choice. Immediately after their papers had been taken up, the instructor presented a

transparency showing the correct answers to the two questions. Student answers

were graded by GTAs and returned the following class session before or after

students took the unit multiple-choice examination.

Students took a 40-item multiple-choice exam at the completion of each unit

and a 75-item comprehensive exam at the end of the course. The exam questions

were closely linked to the questions in the study guide. Students received feedback

on their exam performance as soon as they completed the exam. They were

allowed to go over their scored answer sheet to determine what questions they had
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missed. On the day prior to each unit exam, the instructor presented several

practice items in class. The day following the exam, the instructor discussed the

five most frequently missed items and explored in depth the rationale for the

various choices on those items.

The course project permitted students to select a topic of their choice related

to one of the five units in the course. Students were given a handout that identified

potential topics and explicit guidelines for constructing their paper, including the

weighting that would be given to each facet of the paper. A GTA was identified in

each section of the course to work with the students in the development of their

projects.

The course provided a variety of support services for the students. The

course had its own web site, which allowed students to print all course documents

and transparencies presented in class, keep track of their records on all course

assessment activities, have access to additional instructor explanations of issues

discussed in class that day, and communicate with other students in instructor-

assigned study groups for the last two units in the course. The class sessions

taught by the supervising professor were videotaped and made available for student

viewing the same day as the class. Students in all sections, including those taught

by GTAs, had access to the tapes in the instructional services center of the College

of Education. Students who missed particular class sessions or had difficulty in

taking notes in class were encouraged to view the tapes as needed. However, very

few students took advantage of this option. The supervising instructors and all
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GTAs also were available for e-mail exchanges and private conferences with

students.

Course Evaluation

Following the completion of the comprehensive examination and receipt of

instructor feedback regarding their performance on the exam, students had the

necessary information to compute their final grade in the course. Following the

opportunity to compute their final grade, students were asked to respond to a

course evaluation form tailored to the structure of the course. Although they did

not write their name on the evaluation form, students did supply an identification

number that permitted the pairing of their evaluation with their actual grade in the

course as well as with their expected grade (the grade computed by the student

after the completion of the final exam).

Among the types of feedback requested on the evaluation form were the

following: expected grade, comparison between the expected grade and their grade

point average, extent to which the expected grade accurately represented the

amount and quality of their learning in the course, and comparison between their

time investment in the course and the time they typically invested in courses. In

addition to this general feedback, students were asked to rate on a 0 through 3

scale (0 = no value, 1 = limited value, 2 = valuable, 3 = highly valuable) several

facets of the course: overall content, reading materials, class presentations, study

questions, course web site, practice exam items, project, essay quizzes, and

exams. Then they were asked to evaluate the adequacy of the feedback procedures
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for the essay quizzes, exams, and projects on a 0 through 3 scale (0 = totally

inadequate, 1 = inadequate, 2 = adequate, 3 = highly adequate).

Because the instructional team had assumed that the exams might be a

principal contributor to student evaluations of the course, students also were asked

to rate on a 1 through 3 scale (1 = low, 2 = medium, 3 = high) various facets of

the exams: match with study questions, emphasis on rote memorization, emphasis

on thinking, clarity of exam items, and availability of assistance with items.

Inasmuch as emphasis on rote memorization was viewed as a negative indicator of

exam quality, it was reversed scored in the overall scoring of the student

evaluations.

Finally, students were asked to select from a list of 12 descriptors (6

matched pairs) which ones best described the overall demeanor of the instructional

team. Although the 12 descriptors were arranged in random order, the 6 matched

pairs were the following: bland/enthusiastic, harsh/cordial, aloof/approachable,

disorganized/organized, inconsistent/consistent, and unresponsive/responsive.

Students could mark as many descriptors as they chose and could also add

descriptors. The scoring of this item was the number of positive descriptors

selected minus the number of negative descriptors selected.

Results

The results of the study are presented in two sections: (a) linkage between

predictor variables and total course evaluation and (b) ratings given to different
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aspects of the course. The latter analysis permits an assessment of what course

variables were perceived as contributing most or least to the course.

Prediction of Course Evaluation

Correlations between grades (both actual and expected) and total course

evaluation scores proved statistically significant but low in magnitude (.23 for

actual grades and .25 for expected grades). An examination of total evaluation by

actual grade level showed that A students rated the course significantly higher than

did C and D students; B and C + students also evaluated the course significantly

higher than did the D students. In absolute terms, the A students for both actual

and expected grades evaluated the course more highly than did any of the other

grade levels.

A low grade in a course is particularly unacceptable when that low grade is

perceived as inconsistent with grades typically received. The comparison between

expected grades and GPA in the current study showed that students who expected

low grades perceived those grades as being lower than their GPA, whereas

students who expected high grades perceived those grades as being about on par

with their GPA.

The item related to the personal demeanor of the instructional team was

correlated highly with the total evaluation score. As previously noted, this item was

scored as positive descriptors minus negative descriptors. This one item was

correlated .60 with the total evaluation score. In general, the demeanor item yielded

far more positive than negative endorsements. The mean number of positive
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descriptors selected was 3.39 (out of a possible 6) and the mean number of

negative descriptors was .17 (also out of a possible 6).

Ratings of Course Dimensions

With respect to the rating of different aspects of the course experience, the

average ratings indicated that students (a) perceived their grade as slightly

underestimating what they had learned; (b) invested about as much time in the

course as they usually did in courses; (c) rated the overall content, reading

materials, class presentations, study questions, and exams somewhere between

valuable and highly valuable; (d) rated the course web site, practice exam items,

course project, and essay quizzes as slightly less than valuable; (e) rated feedback

for essay quizzes, exams, and projects between adequate and highly adequate for

each type of assessment; and (f) rated most aspects of the exam as medium or

above. The facet of the exam experience that received the highest rating was

emphasis on thinking, and the facet that received the lowest rating was exam

clarity. Overall, the study questions (included in the study guide) were rated as the

most valuable part of the course and the essay quizzes as the least valuable part.

Discussion

The answer to the question of whether grades in the target course were

related to the evaluation of the course is a qualified "yes." Students who made As

in the course rated it higher than those who made lower grades. Nonetheless, the

linkage between grades and course evaluations was not as pronounced as that

suggested in past research. Perhaps this tempered relationship is partly a function
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of the structure of the course, which was designed to produce a high level of

success. Students who took advantage of all support options in the course seldom

did poorly. In fact, 57% of the students made a B or better in the course.

The relatively high percentage of Bs and As in the course should not be

construed as evidence of lenient grading standards. In fact, the instructional team

who worked with this course perceived the grading standards as among the most

demanding in the teacher preparation program. This perspective was apparently

shared by many of the studentsespecially those who made C or lowerwho

rated their expected grade below their GPA.

How students perceived the personal style of instructors was strongly linked

to their composite course evaluation. The correlation was strong enough to suggest

the possibility that asking only this one question might provide almost as much

information about students' overall evaluation of a course as asking numerous

questions about specific aspects of the course. Perhaps if students see professors

as cordial, approachable, responsive, and enthusiastic, the students will rate the

course experience highly irrespective of its academic efficacy.

Student ratings of specific aspects of the course yielded some surprises.

Because many students struggled with the multiple-choice exams and periodically

complained about exam items, the instructional team had speculated that the

exams might be the lowest rated dimension of the course. Instead, exams were

rated in the top half of course dimensions (rated as slightly above valuable.

Instructors in the course have noted informally that students often express a
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preference for essay tests over multiple-choice tests. Yet, the essay quizzes were

the lowest rated dimension of the course. The instructional team also had viewed

the course web site as offering a tremendous resource to the students, but it

likewise was one of the lowest rated dimensions of the course.

In some cases, an instructor will be encouraged that students perceive a

dimension of a course (such as the multiple-choice exams in the current course)

more favorably than had been expected. Yet high ratings of a course feature do not

indicate necessarily that all is well with that dimension. Although study questions

were the most highly rated feature in the course, students who rated this feature

most highly did not necessarily perform better than those who rated the study

questions lower. Apparently, even though most students recognized the value of

the study questions, they need more guidance in how to make the best use of

them.

What does an instructor do about lower ratings of a course feature? A less

favorable rating of some aspect of a course (such as the essay quizzes in the

current course) does not necessarily mean that this dimension should be dropped or

modified. The brief essay quizzes used in this course proved strongly related to

performance on the multiple-choice exams (r = .66) and total grade in the course (r

= .75). The purpose of the essay quizzes was to encourage students to complete

their reading and notetaking over the course materials in each unit at least one class

session prior to the unit examination. Although student evaluations suggested little

appreciation of this intended purpose, the essay quizzes apparently served that
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purpose well. Ratings of the quizzes might be improved by providing students a

more complete rationale as to their inclusion in the course.

On the other hand, the lower ratings of the course web site may suggest a

need to adjust this aspect of the course. Our speculation is that the course web site

needs to be more user friendly in terms of registration and navigational features. It

was noted informally that many students were slow to start using the web site and

only registered for the web site after repeated prodding from the instructors. The

most hopeful trend in ratings of the web site was that students who saw at least

some value in it made a letter grade higher than those who saw no value in it.

To maximize the information value of student evaluation, items will often

need to be made more explicit. In the case of the course web site, we need to

separate the ease of access from the relevance of information provided on the web

site. Despite the availability of several computer labs around the university, some

students may have found it inconvenient to get access to a computer. Also,

instructions for registering for the web site may have proven unwieldy for some

students. With respect to the lower ratings for the clarity of exam items, we need

to be clearer as to what students found unclear. Did the lower ratings for this

dimension suggest that students didn't understand critical terminology used in

exam items, perceived the wording as convoluted, or simply found the questions

hard to answer? Just as a course needs to be revised to maximize its value, course

evaluations also need to be revised from one semester to the next to maximize their

utility. In most cases, that revision should go in the direction of greater specificity.
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